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Abstract 
Clause chaining in linguistics refers to the process of linking multiple clauses together to form a coherent sequence of ideas, actions, or events within a sentence or discourse. It is a prevalent feature in Xitsonga sentence construction, especially in literary texts. However, its functions and significance have received limited scholarly attention. This study examines the functions and linguistic significance of clause chaining in O.R. Chauke’s play Mahlo ya Nkwahle, drawing on Michael Halliday’s Systemic Functional Linguistics as the guiding analytical framework. A descriptive qualitative approach was employed in which data was purposively selected from the play and analysed through content analysis. The findings of this study are that clause chaining is a central syntactic and discursive strategy that reflects cohesion, rhythm, and social meaning of Xitsonga narrative discourse. It is used to organise thoughts logically, express interpersonal relations, and maintain narrative continuity within the play. These highlight the importance of clause chaining in creating fluid, dynamic narratives by linking declarative, imperative, and explanatory clauses, thereby enhancing comprehension and enabling rich, multidimensional communication within the play. The use of clause chaining underscores the relevance of Halliday’s three metafunctions: ideational, interpersonal, and textual in the analysis of Xitsonga literary discourse. The findings provide valuable insights into Xitsonga’s syntactic and discourse structures, highlighting the role of clause chaining in strengthening narrative cohesion and coherence. 
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Introduction

Language is one of the most powerful and adaptable tools available to humanity. Beyond its basic function of enabling communication and self-expression, it serves as a crucial vehicle for transmitting cultural heritage, collective memory, and societal values (Vishnu et al., 2025; Mlambo & Hlungwani, 2025). Through language, individuals interpret the world around them, construct meaning, and engage in the fundamental human act of storytelling (Bietti et al., 2019). Whether in oral or written form, language reflects cultural logic, narrative conventions, and patterns of social organisation. These narratives are shaped not only by their context but also by the linguistic structures that ensure textual cohesion and coherence. Such structures involve clause chaining, a syntactic feature common in many languages. Clause chaining involves a series of dependent or medial clauses, resulting in the formation of full sentences (Schröder, 2020; Mansfield & Barth, 2021). These clauses are frequently linked by conjunctions or coordinated structures and often share the same subject or thematic roles. This syntactic strategy enables interlocutors and writers to express sequences of actions, temporal progressions, causal relations, and logical connections within a single extended sentence or utterance (Voort, 2021). In narrative contexts, clause chaining enhances the fluency and rhythm of discourse, thereby supporting coherence and clarity in storytelling. It is vital in oral and literary traditions, where narrative fluidity is essential. As a widespread linguistic feature, clause chaining contributes significantly to narrative cohesion and the logical sequencing of events, whether temporal or thematic (Schröder, 2020; Voort, 2021; Latha et al., 2024). Therefore, clause chaining exemplifies how syntactic structures function not only as grammatical mechanisms but also as essential tools for organising thought, preserving cultural narratives, and sustaining the integrity of storytelling across linguistic and cultural contexts. 

Clause chaining plays a significant role in Xitsonga literary works by enabling the seamless narration of events, actions, and ideas within a single, extended structure. This technique enhances narrative coherence and rhythm, reflecting the oral tradition's emphasis on fluid storytelling and cultural continuity (Clancy, 2020). Despite its relevance, the use and function of clause chaining in Xitsonga literary works have received limited scholarly investigation. Existing research on Xitsonga narratives has predominantly focused on thematic elements, cultural symbolism, and character representation, while the structural features that maintain narrative coherence such as syntactic cohesion and discourse linkage have been largely overlooked. This gap in the literature limits understanding of how Xitsonga authors’ structure extended discourse in culturally and linguistically meaningful ways. The lack of focused research on clause chaining hinders a comprehensive understanding of its functions and applications within discourse.

This study investigates the role of clause chaining in shaping cohesive narratives in the Xitsonga play Mahlo ya Nkwahle by O.R. Chauke. It is guided by the following objectives: (i) to identify and describe the structural characteristics of clause chaining as they appear in the play; (ii) to examine how clause chaining functions in expressing temporal, causal, and logical relationships within the play’s narrative; (iii) to analyse the contribution of clause chaining to the overall cohesion and flow of the narrative. The study enriches the linguistic description of Xitsonga by providing a detailed account of clause chaining as a syntactic and discourse phenomenon, thereby contributing to the broader understanding of cohesion strategies in African languages.

Literature Review

Extensive research on the typological diversity of clause structures across languages offers valuable foundational insights for examining the role of clause chaining in constructing cohesive narratives within Xitsonga literary texts.
Collins (2006) provided a theoretical and descriptive account of English clause types, classifying them according to grammatical structure and communicative function. The five primary clause types were declarative, interrogative, imperative, exclamative, and subordinate, which were examined in terms of syntactic realisation and pragmatic usage. For example, the difference between She is singing (declarative), Is she singing? (interrogative), and Sing! (imperative) was used to illustrate how English marks clause types through auxiliary inversion, verb morphology, and subject presence or omission. Collins (2006) emphasised that while these structures are well-defined in English, they do not necessarily apply universally. This study also explored subordinate clauses, including complement clauses (e.g., I think that she is singing), relative clauses (e.g., The girl who is singing is my sister), and adverbial clauses (e.g., She left because she was tired), showing how these structures are embedded within main clauses to serve specific grammatical functions. Importantly, Collins (2006) also discussed how clause types were not solely structural but closely tied to speech acts and speaker intent. For instance, while interrogative clauses typically functioned as questions, they could also serve rhetorical or emphatic purposes depending on context. The study integrated generative syntactic theory with functional linguistic perspectives, demonstrating how clause structure in English serves both grammatical and communicative purposes.

Dryer (2007) offered an extensive typological classification of clause types, emphasising grammatical relations and their structural realisations. Clauses were primarily categorised into main and subordinate types and further differentiated by function namely declarative, interrogative, imperative, and exclamative. Dryer (2007) illustrated clause variation through cross-linguistic comparisons, such as English and Dyirbal, to highlight different syntactic alignments. While English relied heavily on fixed word order (Subject-Verb-Object) to express grammatical relationships, Dyirbal employed an ergative-absolutive alignment marked through morphology. For instance, unlike English where the subject of both transitive and intransitive verbs is treated similarly, in this language, it is distinguished syntactically through case marking. This allowed for more flexible word order without compromising meaning. Dryer (2007) argued that such structural diversity reflected deeper functional motivations, including discourse salience and cognitive processing constraints. Furthermore, the author discussed the implications of clause-type variation for theories of grammaticalisation, suggesting that clause types could evolve diachronically through functional shifts. This study demonstrated that the notion of  clause chaining is not universal in form, but varies significantly across languages due to syntactic, morphological, and pragmatic factors.

Mbuki (2019) analysed clause chaining in Kisukuma, a Bantu language of Tanzania spoken in the region southeast of Lake Victoria between Mwanza, Shinyanga, and Lake Eyasi, within the framework of Role and Reference Grammar (RRG). The study revealed that clause chaining in Kisukuma had long been described in the literature under various labels, including narrative tense, consecutive tense, conjunctive participle, and converbs. It further demonstrated that Kisukuma employed two primary markers of clause chaining: the simultaneous marker -ki and the dependent marker -ka. These tense-aspect dependency markers were event-based in the post-nuclear direction and consistently contributed to the foregrounding of information within texts. Mbuki (2019) also showed that all three nexus types namely, coordination, subordination, and cosubordination were attested in Kisukuma, but clause chaining specifically occurred only within cosubordination. The study argued that while RRG offered useful insights, it proved inadequate in analysing certain features of Kisukuma cosubordination, such as the role of subject nominals, derivational processes, and clause linkage markers. In particular, the theory failed to account for how clause chains were linked to the controlling clause within the Layered Structure of the Clause model. Nevertheless, other aspects of Kisukuma syntax were more effectively accommodated in RRG than in traditional grammar frameworks. The study established that clause chains in Kisukuma were consistently preceded by a finite clause, appearing after the main (controlling) clause, which confirmed their post-nuclear direction.

Schröder (2020) examined clause chaining in Toposa, a Nilotic language of South Sudan. It was found that clause chaining is a prominent feature of narrative and procedural discourse, where multiple clauses were linked semantically and syntactically without relying heavily on subordination or coordination. Schröder (2020) documented the use of medial and final verb forms, wherein only the final clause carried full inflection for tense, aspect, and mood, while the medial clauses were morphologically marked to reflect their dependency. For instance, in a sentence akin to “He went home, ate, and slept,” only “slept” would bear the full tense marking, while the earlier verbs appeared in a medial form. This structure allowed for semantic continuity and efficient discourse construction by reducing redundancy, such as the need to repeat the subject across clauses. Additionally, the study discussed switch-reference markers for morphological cues indicating whether the subject of the following clause would remain the same or change, which facilitated effective reference tracking in extended discourse. Schröder (2020) also argued that clause chaining supported both syntactic economy and narrative coherence, particularly in oral traditions where sequential actions and thematic continuity were central. These findings offered valuable insights into the typology of clause linkage, highlighting the structural and communicative significance of clause chaining in non-Indo-European languages. 
Expanding on clause structure from a typological perspective, Rumsey, Reed, and Merlan (2020) examined the acquisition of clause chaining in Ku Waru, a Papuan language spoken in Papua New Guinea. In Ku Waru, clause chains comprised sequences of non-final clauses with partially specified verbs, typically followed by a final clause containing a fully inflected verb. These constructions reflected both coordination and subordination, posing important questions for syntactic theory and language development. Using longitudinal data from four children aged 1;8 to 4;9, the researchers observed that the children began using 2-clause chains by around age two, gradually progressing to longer constructions with three to five clauses. The study found that the children’s acquisition patterns resembled those found in English subordinate constructions, starting from formulaic utterances and gradually developing into more complex forms. However, unlike English, clause chains in Ku Waru frequently featured switch-reference markers, which indicated whether the subject in the upcoming clause remained the same or changed an aspect the children acquired incrementally. Rumsey et al. (2020) contended that clause chaining in this language exemplified a model of co-subordination, where clauses were dependent but not embedded, thereby challenging the conventional binary of coordination versus subordination in syntactic theory.

Sarvasy and Choi (2020) conducted a cross-linguistic investigation into the acquisition of clause chaining across six languages: Japanese, Korean, Turkish, Ku Waru, Nungon, and Pitjantjatjara. Clause chains were defined as sequences of one or more medial clauses with under-specified verbs, resulting in a final clause that was fully inflected for tense and mood. Unlike typical English complex sentences, clause chains were structurally dependent but not embedded and were used to describe sequences of temporally related actions. The study synthesised longitudinal data from children aged 1;1 to 10 years and found that 2-clause chains emerged between 1;11 and 2;6 across all languages. Longer chains of 3–5 clauses appeared around age three, especially in narrative contexts. A notable finding was the early emergence of switch-reference marking in children acquiring Papuan languages, such as Ku Waru and Nungon, although same-subject chains were initially preferred. Sarvasy and Choi (2020) emphasised that clause chaining constituted a distinct grammatical pattern of co-subordination which differed from both coordination and subordination as well as from serial verb constructions. They argued that the morphological simplicity and predictable semantics of clause chains supported their early acquisition. Their study provided empirical evidence, challenging Eurocentric models of syntactic development and underscored the importance of typological diversity in understanding how children acquire complex grammatical structures.

Extensive cross-linguistic research has examined clause types, structures, and chaining constructions and highlighted  diverse syntactic, morphological, and functional patterns of clause chaining. However, to the best of the researchers’ knowledge, such investigations remain limited in the context of Xitsonga. This gap highlights the need for a focused study into how clause chaining functions within Xitsonga literary narratives. Therefore, the present study seeks to address this gap by exploring the role of clause chaining as a cohesive and stylistic strategy in Xitsonga literary work, thereby contributing to the broader typological and discourse-oriented understanding of clause structure in this language.
Methodology

This study employed a descriptive qualitative method to investigate the role of clause chaining in constructing cohesive and contextually rich narratives in Xitsonga. This approach prioritises in-depth descriptions of events, situations, or phenomena using words rather than numerical data, allowing for a deeper understanding of how individuals derive meaning from their everyday experiences and interactions (Mohajan, 2018; Sileyew, 2019). The data was purposively selected from the Xitsonga play Mahlo ya Nkwahle (1999) by O.R. Chauke. This literary text was chosen for its culturally embedded narrative style and the presence of naturally occurring clause chains that illustrate their usage within Xitsonga discourse. The data collection was purposively conducted to ensure that the selected material provided relevant and insightful examples of clause chaining within a coherent narrative context (Nyimbili & Nyimbili, 2024). Content analysis served as the primary method of data interpretation. The analysis involved a detailed and systematic examination of the text to identify instances of clause chaining, interpret their grammatical structures, and examine their semantic and discourse-related functions. The focus was on how clause chains contribute to narrative organisation, including aspects such as temporal sequencing, thematic development, and reference tracking. 
Theoretical Framework

This study adopts Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) as its theoretical framework to examine the functions and linguistic significance of clause chaining in Xitsonga, focusing on how it contributes to the construction of cohesive narratives in literary texts. Established by Michael Halliday in the 1960s, SFL conceptualises language as a social semiotic system, where meaning is made through context-dependent choices of linguistic forms (Gebhard & Accurso, 2020; Jamilah et al., 2023). This theory highlights the functional nature of language, emphasising how it is used to achieve communicative purposes across different registers and genres (Almurashi, 2016). Central to SFL are its three metafunctions: the ideational metafunction, which encodes experience and logical relations; the interpersonal metafunction, which constructs social interaction and conveys attitudes; and the textual metafunction, which ensures coherence and contextual relevance within discourse (Gebhard & Accurso, 2020; Syamsurrijal & Arniati, 2024). These metafunctions provide a framework for analysing how clause chaining structures reveal interpersonal dynamics, and maintain narrative cohesion. Therefore, employing SFL in the analysis of clause chaining in O.R. Chauke’s play Mahlo ya Nkwahle underscores the systematic linguistic choices through which interlocutors and writers structure experience, convey social meaning, and regulate the progression of discourse within culturally specific contexts.
Results and Discussion 

To gain a deeper understanding of how Xitsonga writers construct fluid and coherent narratives, it is essential to examine the syntactic mechanisms that sustain the seamless unfolding of events and actions. One such mechanism is clause chaining, a linguistic strategy through which multiple clauses are linked together to express complex and interdependent ideas within a single extended unit of discourse (Mansfield & Barth, 2021). This structure not only facilitates narrative coherence and logical progression but also shapes interpersonal dynamics by directing how meaning is negotiated between characters and conveyed to audiences. 
In the play Mahlo ya Nkwahle, clause chaining emerges as a central stylistic and functional resource, enabling the dramatist to organise discourse, foreground intent, and heighten cohesion across shifting scenes. Beyond its grammatical role, the technique underscores the author’s artistry in reflecting cultural patterns of oral narration, where continuity, repetition, and elaboration foster a shared sense of engagement. As illustrated in Excerpt 1, clause chaining operates as a narrative tool that integrates linguistic form with dramatic effect, guiding the audience through phases of anticipation, interaction, and collective interpretation.
(1) Joyce: Xana a hi Qhweta Ntsemi luya a nga yima lahaya, ho fanela ku bula na yena a ta yimela sesi Brenda, a wu swi voni he Thandi? [Is it not Advocate Ntsemi who is standing over there, we should talk to him so that he will represent sister Brenda, don’t you see Thandi?] (Chauke, 1999, p. 64) 

Clause chaining in Mahlo ya Nkwahle functioned as a powerful strategy to construct coherent, contextually rich, and socially meaningful narratives. In Excerpt 1, the sentence demonstrates how multiple clauses are linked together to create a unified flow of meaning. The structure of this utterance reveals a seamless chaining of clauses that move from observation to intention, followed by reasoning and finally a request for affirmation. The initial interrogative clause Xana a hi Qhweta Ntsemi luya a nga yima lahaya (Is it not Advocate Ntsemi who is standing over there?) introduces a shared point of reference for the interlocutors. This clause is immediately followed by the suggestion ho fanela ku bula na yena (we should talk to him), which expresses an obligation or course of action based on the previous observation. The chaining continues with a ta yimela sesi Brenda (so that he will represent sister Brenda), which functions as the purpose or intended outcome of the suggested action. Finally, the tag-question a wu swi voni he Thandi? (don’t you see, Thandi?) engages the listener directly and seeks validation or agreement.

From an SFL perspective, the clause chaining in Excerpt 1 serves multiple metafunctions. Interpersonally, it manages interaction and negotiation between speakers. Textually, it organises information logically, allowing a fluid progression from identification to decision-making. Ideationally, the chaining maps out a sequence of cause-effect and intention-result relations, giving structure to social reasoning and responsibility. This instance of clause chaining highlights how Xitsonga narrative discourse weaves together observations, social roles, and actions into a coherent expression of problem-solving. It reflects culturally embedded communication patterns that rely on collaboration, indirect persuasion, and appeals to shared understanding. 

In Mahlo ya Nkwahle, Chauke’s use of clause chaining extends beyond narrative cohesion to serve distinct communicative functions. It enables the construction of declarative statements, the framing of invitations, and the articulation of sequences of coordinated actions within a single syntactic unit, as illustrated in Excerpt 2.
(2) Joice: (A veka swakudya na swakunwa etafuleni) Va ka hina, tafula ri dekiwile, a hi ngheneni ehansi, hi dya, hi nwa, hi cina. [(She puts food and drink on the table) People, the table is set, let's get down, we eat, we drink, we dance.] (Chauke, 1999, p. 26)

Excerpt 2 illustrates clause chaining as an effective syntactic strategy for constructing a coherent and contextually grounded narrative. In this instance of clause chaining, Chauke weaves together an initial action, a declarative statement, an invitation, and a sequence of coordinated activities. These multifaceted functions reflect the interplay of the ideational, interpersonal, and textual metafunctions, which operate simultaneously to shape both the structure of the narrative and its broader communicative purpose. The first clause, A veka swakudya na swakunwa etafuleni (She places food and drink on the table), is a non-finite participial construction that performs an ideational function by introducing an experiential process. It sets the stage for the subsequent interaction, situating Joice’s action within a broader event structure. This clause also contributes to the textual metafunction by establishing thematic continuity, anchoring the narrative in a physical and social setting. The second clause, Va ka hina, tafula ri dekiwile (people, the table is set), serves an interpersonal function. The vocative Va ka hina (people) constructs a relationship of solidarity and inclusion, while the declarative tafula ri dekiwile (the table is set) affirms the completion of preparations. This clause signals a shift from action to readiness, guiding the audience through a logical progression of events and enhancing the coherence of the discourse. 

The third clause, a hi ngheneni ehansi (let’s get down), is an imperative that performs a directive speech act, encouraging collective action. This reflects the interpersonal metafunction by enacting social roles and inviting engagement in a shared activity. The polite yet assertive tone supports the speaker’s authority while maintaining group harmony. Finally, the coordinated series hi dya, hi nwa, hi cina (we eat, we drink, we dance) exemplifies a rhythmic culmination of actions that reinforce group celebration. Through repetition and coordination, this clause sequence reinforces  the collective identity of the group, fulfilling both ideational and interpersonal functions (Gebhard & Accurso, 2020). It also contributes to the textual metafunction by maintaining cohesion and rhythm, ensuring narrative fluidity (Jamilah et al., 2023). Overall, the clause chain moves seamlessly from preparation to declaration, invitation, and shared activity, with each clause fulfilling distinct but interconnected metafunctions. This multifunctionality highlights clause chaining not merely as a grammatical device but as a discourse strategy that enhances dramatic expression, allowing characters to convey intent, negotiate relationships, and sustain interaction in ways that mirror the fluidity of spoken Xitsonga discourse. From an SFL viewpoint, this structure demonstrates how linguistic choices reflect and realise social meaning, enabling the character, Joice, to perform her role as host while fostering unity, participation, and cultural continuity within the narrative.

The functions and linguistic significance of clause chaining in Xitsonga, as demonstrated in Mahlo ya Nkwahle, lie in its ability to link expressions of acknowledgement, affection, and concern regarding a practical matter. This syntactic strategy creates a coherent and emotionally layered discourse, enhancing narrative depth, as illustrated in Excerpt 3.

(3) Jack: Nkatanga, ndza swi twa, no swi tsakela ndza swi tsakela, kambe mali ya tsotsomba. [My husband, I hear you, and I like it, I really like it, but money is tight.] (Chauke, 1999, p. 30)
Excerpt 3 exemplifies how clause chaining in Xitsonga facilitates the construction of cohesive and contextually rich narratives by simultaneously realising the ideational, interpersonal, and textual metafunctions within a single, extended clause structure. The sequence of clauses connects expressions of acknowledgement, affection, and concern, creating a statement that is emotionally and socially meaningful in the selected text. The clause, Nkatanga, ndza swi twa (My husband, I hear you), fulfils an interpersonal function by directly addressing the listener, establishing intimacy and attentiveness. The vocative Nkatanga (My husband) invokes a relational bond, while ndza swi twa (I hear you) affirms the speaker's engagement and understanding. This clause sets a responsive tone, positioning the speaker as empathetic and emotionally present. The second clause, no swi tsakela, ndza swi tsakela (and I like it, I really like it), reinforces this affective alignment and expresses the speaker’s emotional stance. The repetition of swi tsakela intensifies the expression of affection, adding emphasis and sincerity. Interpersonally, it reaffirms solidarity and support, extending the emotional depth initiated in the first clause.

The clause, kambe mali ya tsotsomba (but money is tight), marks a shift from emotional affirmation to practical reality. The conjunction kambe (but) introduces a logical contrast, a function of the textual metafunction, while the clause itself presents an ideational content that grounds the discourse in socio-economic concerns. This clause maintains cohesion by acknowledging real-life constraints without undermining the emotional tone previously established. Through clause chaining, the character, Jack, constructs a narrative that moves fluidly from empathy to affection and then to practical reflection. This progression illustrates how Xitsonga speakers use syntactic structures to manage discourse, express nuanced social meanings, and maintain coherence across emotional and pragmatic domains. 
In Mahlo ya Nkwahle, clause chaining functions not only as a device for organising the narrative flow but also as a means through which Chauke integrates reassurance, expressions of emotional intimacy, and declarations of faith. As a result, he extends the function of clause chaining beyond structural cohesion to encompass affective and interpersonal dimensions of communication. This stylistic choice underscores how everyday discourse in Xitsonga can be artistically reconfigured to carry meanings, simultaneously advancing the storyline and fostering deeper connections among characters, as illustrated in Excerpt 4.
(4) Thandi: Papa, rirhandzu ra n'wina ri entile ku tlurisa, mi nga chavi, Xikwembu xi ta mi hlayisa. [Dad, your love is too deep, do not be afraid, God will protect you.] (Chauke, 1999, p. 29)
Excerpt 4 presents how clause chaining in Mahlo ya Nkwahle facilitates the construction of a cohesive and contextually rich narrative by integrating emotional expression, reassurance, and spiritual affirmation through the simultaneous realisation of ideational, interpersonal, and textual metafunctions, thereby producing a unified and affectively resonant message. The first clause, Papa, rirhandzu ra n'wina ri entile ku tlurisa (Dad, your love is too deep), functions as a declarative clause expressing deep admiration and affection. Interpersonally, the vocative Papa (Dad) directly addresses the listener, establishing a relational connection. The predicate rirhandzu ra n'wina ri entile ku tlurisa (your love is too deep) articulates a profound emotional experience, positioning the speaker as someone moved by the magnitude of paternal love. Textually, this opening clause sets the emotional tone, anchoring the discourse in an affective context. The second clause, mi nga chavi (don’t be afraid), is an imperative clause that serves both interpersonal and textual purposes. It functions as a directive that not only conveys reassurance but also strengthens the relational dynamic between the speaker and listener. Its brevity and directness lend it a sense of urgency and care, reinforcing the speaker’s protective and consoling stance.

The clause, Xikwembu xi ta mi hlayisa (God will protect you), is a declarative statement of faith, which expresses a belief in divine protection. The subject Xikwembu (God) and the predicate xi ta mi hlayisa (will protect you) introduce a spiritual dimension that complements the emotional reassurance in the previous clause. This clause provides comfort and assurance, while textually, it completes the thematic progression from human affection to divine safeguarding. Jointly, these clauses form a cohesive and emotionally loaded utterance, moving seamlessly from love and admiration to reassurance and faith. Clause chaining in this context enables the author to manage discourse flow effectively, reinforcing emotional continuity and thematic unity. It demonstrates how Xitsonga writers use syntactic strategies not only to construct narratives but also to convey complex interpersonal meanings and religious embedded values within a single, coherent statement.

In literary discourse, clause chaining links elements such as future intentions, direct address, and expressions of urgency, thereby generating a coherent and logically sequenced flow of ideas. This is exemplified in Excerpt 5, where the chaining of clauses contributes to narrative cohesion while simultaneously enhancing the interpersonal and ideational dimensions of the text.

(5) Joice: Thandi, hi ta bula mundzuku, ndzi tsutsumela kun'wana. [Thandi, we will talk tomorrow, I'm in a hurry to somewhere else.] (Chauke, 1999, p. 33). 

Excerpt 5 demonstrates how clause chaining in Mahlo ya Nkwahle enables the author to establish textual cohesion and contextual relevance by linking a future plan, interpersonal engagement, and an expression of urgency. From an SFL perspective, the clause, Thandi, hi ta bula mundzuku (Thandi, we will talk tomorrow), foregrounds the interpersonal metafunction by directly addressing the listener Thandi, thereby establishing a social relationship and shared communicative intention. Simultaneously, the clause enacts the ideational metafunction through the proposition of a future activity (hi ta bula mundzuku), with hi (we) functioning as the ‘actor’ and ta bula (will talk) representing the ‘process’. The temporal adjunct mundzuku (tomorrow) further situates the action within a specific time frame, enhancing the clause's experiential meaning. The subsequent clause, ndzi tsutsumela kun'wana (I am rushing elsewhere), reinforces the ideational metafunction by providing a rationale for deferring the conversation. The speaker ndzi (I) is again the ‘actor’, with tsutsumela (am rushing) functioning as the ‘process’, while kun'wana (elsewhere) introduces a circumstantial element of location. The textual metafunction is realised through the logical sequencing of these clauses, which progresses from a projected action to its immediate justification. Through this structural strategy, Chauke not only sustains coherence and clarity within the narrative but also reveals a keen sensitivity to interpersonal dynamics. This demonstrates how clause chaining in Xitsonga operates as both a linguistic resource and a social practice, mediating everyday interaction while simultaneously shaping the dramatic texture of the play.

Clause chaining in Xitsonga texts also functions as a rhetorical and cohesive device for shaping discourse that is morally introspective and socially conscious, as illustrated in Excerpt 6.
(6) Muf. Skhani-Arhawnd: Vugevenga, mavondzo, ku hleva, swi ta sala kwihi? [Crime, jealousy, gossip, where will it remain?] (Chauke, 1999, p. 39).
In Mahlo ya Nkwahle, clause chaining is also effectively used as a rhetorical and cohesive strategy to construct a morally reflective and socially engaged discourse. In Excerpt 6, the sentence Vugevenga, mavondzo, ku hleva, swi ta sala kwihi? (Crime, jealousy, gossip, where will it remain?) exemplifies this technique through the sequential linking of nominals vugevenga, mavondzo, and ku hleva, followed by an interrogative clause that demands accountability. From an SFL perspective, the text realises the ideational metafunction by representing a series of negative social phenomena as participants in the clause chain, each contributing to the cumulative construction of social decay. Although the initial elements are not full clauses, their coordination functions as a type of implicit paratactic relationship, wherein each item intensifies the thematic focus.

The interpersonal metafunction is realised in the clause, swi ta sala kwihi?, which shifts the mood from declarative listing to interrogative engagement. This rhetorical question positions the speaker Mufundhisi Skhani-Arhawnd as being moral and observant, inviting the audience to reflect on the societal consequences of these behaviours. It also introduces a tone of urgency and concern, reinforcing the ethical dimension of the text. The textual metafunction is also prominent, with the clause chain establishing thematic progression beginning with the ‘theme’ (a chain of social ills) and culminating in a ‘rheme’ that raises a critical question. This progression ensures cohesion and coherence, allowing  elements to converge meaningfully in a single discursive unit. A similar clause chaining structure is employed in Excerpt 7.
(7) Muf. Skhani-Arhawnd: Vuoswi, ku yiva, makwanga, swi fanele swi hela, kambe rini? [Adultery, theft, greed must end, but when?] (Chauke, 1999, p. 39)
In Excerpt 7, the sentence Vuoswi, ku yiva, makwanga, swi fanele swi hela, kambe rini? (Adultery, theft, greed, must come to an end, but when?) mirrors the pattern seen in Excerpt 6. The nominals vuoswi, makwanga and ku yiva are chained to present a unified catalogue of moral transgressions. This chain is followed by the verbal clause swi fanele swi hela (must come to an end), which functions as a modulated declarative expressing obligation and moral urgency. The conjunction kambe (but) introduces a conjunctive relation that marks a shift in interpersonal stance from moral imperative to reflective uncertainty, resulting in the interrogative rini? (when?). This contrast reveals a tension between normative expectation and pragmatic reality, further deepening the discourse. From an SFL viewpoint, this clause chaining enables the author to maintain textual cohesion while engaging in interpersonal negotiation, oscillating between authoritative assertion and open-ended inquiry.
In both Excerpt 6 and 7, clause chaining is used to connect different ideas and actions, with the flow of clauses creating a dynamic narrative that moves from identification of issues to a question about their resolution. The linking of nouns, followed by action-oriented clauses, reinforces the thematic progression from concerns to reflections, making these sentences effective in concisely conveying complex societal issues. The combination of declarative statements and questions creates a balance between assertion and inquiry, drawing attention to the urgency of addressing moral problems while recognising the challenge of finding a resolution. Therefore, clause chaining in Mahlo ya Nkwahle is not merely a syntactic feature but a strategic discursive tool that enhances thematic unity, moral depth, and dialogic engagement. It enables the text to move fluidly between ideational listing, interpersonal evaluation, and textual progression, thus producing a powerfully unified and contextually resonant discourse.
Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that clause chaining is a central syntactic and discursive strategy in Mahlo ya Nkwahle, contributing significantly to the cohesion, rhythm, and social meaning of Xitsonga narrative discourse. Clause chaining enables characters to organise thoughts logically, express interpersonal relations, and maintain narrative continuity through the seamless integration of ideational, interpersonal, and textual metafunctions, aligning closely with Michael Halliday’s SFL framework. Across the excerpts analysed, it is evident that in the play, clause chaining supports complex communicative goals, from expressing affection and moral concern to inviting collective participation and constructing social critique. Whether through declaratives, imperatives, interrogatives, or vocatives, chained clauses contribute to the layered meaning-making practices embedded in Xitsonga oral and literary traditions. Clause chaining also reflects culturally associative communicative norms that prioritise collaboration, affective engagement, and rhetorical subtlety. Through these structures, Xitsonga narratives mirror everyday interactional patterns that weave together emotional, ethical, and pragmatic elements. In this way, the literary text functions not only as a linguistic item but as a site of cultural expression and negotiation, where meaning is shaped through relational dynamics and moral reflection. This study contributes to the linguistic and literary analysis of African languages by foregrounding clause chaining as a key syntactic and discursive feature in Xitsonga narrative texts. It provides empirical evidence that clause chaining is not merely a structural device but a culturally grounded communicative strategy that enhances narrative cohesion, conveys interpersonal relationships, and enables complex meaning-making.
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